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Abstract
NOW AND THEN: A Reuse and Infill Design for Lower Manhattan's Schermerhorn Row Block
Patricia Magidson Seidman
Submitted to the Department of Architecture on June 10, 1977, in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of Master of Architecture
Urban architecture demands a special kind of responsiveness to context, to the selfconscious
and unselfconscious, built and unbuilt, forms of the city. Like the existing fabric into which it
must knit itself, new urban growth must function and be understood at several scales: at the scale
of its own site boundaries; at the scale of its immediate context--the street and block; at the scale
of its larger context, the neighborhood and sometimes the city as a whole; and also with reference to
time and to the history of place with which cities are so richly endowed.
The purpose of my thesis has been to pursue the implications of this many-layered contextualism
by adapting a block of historic buildings for contemporary uses and by filling a gap in the block
with a new structure that is true both to its own time and to its historic setting.
The site is the Schermerhorn Row Block on Lower Manhattan's East River waterfront, just south
of the Brooklyn Bridge. It is part of the South Street Seaport Historic District.
iv
The thesis was developed by cycling through three distinct but interdependent parts:
---reuse of the existing buildings;
---design of an infill building for the underused corner of the block;
---streetscape design for Burling Slip, the open space adjacent to the southeast
edge of the block.
The historic significance of the site has served to underscore, and sometimes clarify, the
central design issue posed at every scale of the thesis: How much THEN versus what kind of NOW?
Thesis Supervisor
Donlyn Lyndon
Professor of Architecture
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INTRODUCTION 6
Schermerhorn Row is the architectural show-
piece of the South Street Seaport historic
district, a seven-block area on the East
River waterfront just south of the Brooklyn
Bridge. These seven blocks of small, 19th
century warehouse buildings are virtually
all that remains of Lower Manhattan's
historic commercial waterfront. Here are
the stores that once housed coffee, tea,
and spices from all over the world, manu-
factured goods, dry goods and grains
shipped down the Erie Canal from the vast
interior of the country; the ship chand-
leries and marine suppliers; the sea cap-
tains' hotels, sailors' saloons and board-
inghouses; and the countinghouses that
ruled New York's maritime empire in the age
of sailing ships.
The coming of steam-powered shipping in the
1860s gradually shifted the maritime focus
to deeper waters along the Hudson, and the
East River seaport began the slow decline
which now finds these seven blocks severely
deteriorated and largely abandoned. The
Fulton Fish Market is one of the few
healthy enterprises occupying a portion of
the area, but its continued tenancy is un-
certain.
In 1966, the South Street Seaport Museum Viewof SouthStreet
was founded to preserve and display historic lookingtowardsBrooklynBridge
ships and marine artifacts and "in the fromHarpeesWeekly,April20th,1878. (source- 17)
blocks adjoining the piers where the ships Courtesy Museum of The City of New York.
are on display, to restore a precinct of 7
historic buildings that will preserve a
continuity with the past, and yet will have
a contemporary life of its own." * The
City of New York supported the goals of the
Seaport Museum. When the office-building
boom of the late 1960s threatened to gobble
up the Schermerhorn Row Block, the Mayor's
Office of Lower Manhattan Development Seaport Area
(O.L.M.D.) intervened and devised a complex
air rights transfer which preserved the
Block, created a Seaport special zoning
district, and gave the South Street Seaport
Museum control of the two blocks opposite
Schermerhorn Row on the north side of
Fulton Street (Blocks 96 E & W: see page 9)
But the four blocks north of Beekman Street
are under no such control, and their
buildings continue to deteriorate. When I
worked at O.L.M.D., I developed a prelimi-
nary scheme for restoring the buildings on
these northern blocks, selling unfinished,
"shell" space for residential use on a
condominium basis, and leasing out ground
floor space for retail shops. At that
time, the State of New York was firmly K
committed to restoring the Schermerhorn
Row Block as a maritime museum; Giorgio
Cavaglieri did a feasability study and
preliminary design for the museum in late
1973.
The South Street Seaport Development
Plan, 1973, p. 2.
During the last year and a half, the State's 8
as well as the City's financial troubles
scuttled all these plans. And the Seaport
Museum's renovation efforts, dependent on
philanthropic funding, slowed almost to a
standstill. At the same time, the over-
bearing presence of the public sector, plus
uncertainty over the future of the Fulton
Fish Market, discouraged the private sector
from making the kind .of investment in the
area that would otherwise most likely have
taken place.
Today, the three blocks flanking Fulton
Street are ripe for the sort of joint
public/private development that resurrected
Boston's Faneuil Hall Market. Such activity
would prompt private renovation of the
northern blocks, which will soon be pro- f
tected by Landmarks designation. Yet it
is still unclear whether the State of New
York will pursue revised plans for a mari-
time museum, or whether Schermerhorn Row
will be renovated by a private, commercial
developer. I began work on this thesis
assuming the latter would be the case. I
do not believe the Block appropriate for
the sort of full-scale Maritime Museum
planned in 1973; I do think, however, that
selective restoration, and the building of
an infill structure for public use, accom-
modating exhibits on the maritime history
of the area, make my proposal consistent
with the goals of the State of New York as
well as the obligations of any future pri- Schermerhorn V
vate developer. These assumptions form
the setting for my thesis, which focuses
on the architectural problems of renovating Seaport Area
the Schermerhorn Row Block for valid and
lively reuse.
SEAPORT RESTORATION
(Summer 1975)
FLL CONSTHJCN
BLJESTOE SELKS
COBBLESDE RAMNG
BOLARDS
6.R.3. - Schermerhorn Row Block
OFED
OFFICE OF LOWER MANHATTAN DEVELOPMENT, OFFICE OF THE MAYOR, CITY OF NEW YORK
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ABOUT THE SEAPORT AREA 13
The South Street Seaport area was just
grazed by the Lower Manhattan office-
building boom which started in the mid-1960s,
largely in response to plans for a new sub-
way along Water Street, and which screeched
to a halt in the early 70's with the City's
real estate and general financial crisis.
Toward the end of the boom, plans were un-
veiled for Manhattan Landing, a mixed
office/commercial/recreational/residential
development along the East River waterfront
from the Battery to Brooklyn Bridge. Man-
hattan Landing was to be the apotheosis
of urban design efforts to establish a
lively mix of uses along both waterfronts,
transforming the area into a bustling,
self-sustaining, 24-hour community. The
widespread sense that Lower Manhattan is
"closed after 5" was felt to be a major
cause of the area's continuing decline.
During this period, much of the vacant or
underused land surrounding the Schermerhorn
Row Block was at least schematically
designed. I have used these preliminary
schemes to illustrate future conditions.
Where no such schemes were available, I
have used O.L.M.D.'s diagrammatic massing
studies, based on the upper limits of bulk
allowed by current zoning.*
* Lower Manhattan Waterfront, The Water
Street Access and Development Study
14
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15
Whether or not these sites are eventually
developed to the extent shown depends on
factors too numerous and nebulous to detail
here. From among such factors, I have
selected the following premises on which
to base the thesis program and design work:
1) The seven blocks of historic buildings
within the South Street Seaport area
are to be preserved for commercial use
on the ground floor and residential
and office uses on the upper floors;
streets within this area are to be
closed to vehicular traffic, creating
a pedestrian precinct.
2) The portion of South Street adjacent
to the Seaport blocks will be closed
to vehicular traffic along its
eastern half, creating a pedestrian
promenade on the river's edge. Vehicu-
lar traffic will be reduced to two
southbound lanes. This will allow a
widening of the Schermerhorn Row Block
sidewalk on South Street to accomodate
truck parking for service and delivery.
3) Goods movement within the pedestrian
precinct will be done by hand-truck
from delivery vehicles parked along
South Street and at designated loca-
tions under the FDR Drive. The presence
and movement, loading and unloading,
of goods is an important part of the
Seaport ambiance, and integral to its
historic character.
4) The Fulton Fish Market will vacate all
uplands properties to be renovated
16
and restored. The Market will retain
its two waterfront buildings, and a
new structure will be built north of
Beekman Street to house the fish dealers
displaced from the uplands parcels.
The renovated Tin Building (the southern-
most of the two existing waterfront mar-
ket buildings) will house retail fish
dealers, dining and entertainment uses.
5) Residential uses are important to the
future of Lower Manhattan. Southbridge
Towers is the only residential develop-
ment in the area at this time. Some
form of residential use is likely for
the northernmost parcel of Manhattan
Landing (as planned), even if the
office-building components of that
project are forfeited. The domestic
scale of all the Seaport buildings,
plus the current interest in loft-type
living space, makes residential use of
the upper floors of these buildings
reasonable and likely.
6) Except for the honky-tonk bustle of
Nassau Street, there is no shopping/
entertainment focus for the half-
million people who currently work in
Lower Manhattan. The South Street
Seaport is potentially such a place.
Even as it is today, its fine restau-
rants, low density and openness to the
water, its modest displays of historic
ships and maritime memorabilia, and
the Fulton Fish Market which has long
been a 4 a.m. tourist attraction, make
the area highly identifiable as an oasis
of pleasure in the workaday world. The
17South Street Seaport Museum has plans
to build on this image of the area, in-
fusing retail activity, theatres, cafes,
bars and gallery spaces into the re-
stored buildings on the blocks north
of Fulton Street. I have taken these
plans* as a given, with the exception
that much of the office space recom-
mended for the 97 and 107 blocks would,
I feel, be better utilized as dwelling
space.
"View of Brooklyn, L.I. fron U.S. Hotel, New York,"
1846, drawn by and after Edwin Whiteflield. Scher-
merhorn Row block center foreground with Fulton
Ferry and Fulton Market at left. Courtesy Eno Col-
lection, Prints Division, New York Public Library,
Astor, Lenox, Tilden Foundation.477rT
(source; 20)rTWI uF IlT. L.1.l
UO X' 110lTI.L. N k.;W Y tKK
-The South Street Seaport Development
Plan
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PROGRAM ISSUES
Unlike the usual architectural task of
creating appropriate built form for a given
program, the Schermerhorn Row Block pre-
sented an existing form in search of an
appropriate program. Thus I began by ana-
lyzing the form of the block, its relation
to its original uses, and the ways both
form and use had changed.over time.
The program elements I had in mind were
shops on the ground floor, residential and/
or office uses above, and an infill building
accomodating some collective public use
that would contrast with the existing indi-
vidual buildings (built as privately owned
increments) and would reflect the new oppor-
tunity of public (New York State) owner-
ship.
I looked for formal discontinuities or
"natural breaks" in the site which might
suggest how the various uses could be or-
ganized. The process was far from linear,
however, and it wasn't until several cycles
through all three parts of the thesis that
the block broke itself down into major use
zones.
From the beginning of the project, the
general planning context mandated intensive
retail and entertainment uses for the
ground floors of the block. Fulton Street
was obviously to be lined with shops,
Fulton St eet aAd Alarket, fton Megarey's Street Views, 1834. The best
early 'i'ew of ulton larke andShernerhorn Rowe, this one giessapicture
ofa quiet Fulton Street that is belied by contemporary dxecriptionsof its (sourcehussetle arndlni.(The NewYoL Public Librry.)
urling Slip (John S *eet) side of the Schererhorn stairway to second story baleuny on thy coiner
Row block, early ilos A.As Low building has burlding Cottesy of Museum of the City of New
Corinthian capitals ort Its (list story piers. Note the Yo k. (source: 20)
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complementing those on the north side of the
street and reinforcing Fulton as the main
axis of the Seaport. Outdoor entertainment
uses (outdoor cafe, book browsing, outdoor
seating) could be located on John Street to
take advantage of the southeastern exposure
and the broad expanse of Burling Slip.
According to an informal survey done by the
South Street Seaport Museum, about 60 per
cent of those who visit the area enter on
Fulton; 40 per cent on John Street. Their
destination, for the most part, is the pier,
between the two streets, where historic
ships are displayed. Doubling the shopping
to two levels (ground and second floor)
not only increased the intensity of retail
activity, but also offered links for pedes-
trian paths which would otherwise flow
simply along the edges of the block. The
second level shopping arcade is intended
as a supplement to the street, rather than
a shortcut through the block (which is un-
necessary and, because of the level change,
dysfunctional). In contrast to the broad
straight streets outside, the arcade would
maintain, as much as possible, qualities
of the intricate jumble of tight backyard
spaces which it replaced.
In order to maintain the historic shop-to-
shop scale of pedestrian movement along
Fulton Street, small shops are to occupy
the buildings of Schermerhorn Row. The
flexibility of the original buildings al-
lows these stores to be either one-story
or duplex shops. A large two-story retail
space is located at the corner of John and
Front Streets, acting as a magnet for the
40
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north end of the block, as the waterfront
does for the south end.
The two existing restaurants on the block,
Sweet's and Sloppy Louie's, are integral to
the history and character of the area and
thus are to remain at their present loca-
tions. (The phasing of renovation work
might, however, make it easier for Sloppy
Louie's to move to, or temporarily occupy,
the John Street cafe; Sweet's has much
stronger ties to its present location.)
I have reserved the shop on the corner of
Front and Fulton to be restored as an early
nineteenth-century countinghouse. Since
the upper floors are to be renovated for
private uses, it seemed important to re-
store one entire building, making use of
the antique hoisting equipment on the site
and allowing public access to the dramatic
loft space of the corner attic. This should
be done on the model of the Bowne Print
Shop; that is, occupied by a thriving
modern business which displays and uses
historic equipment in its restored setting.
The countinghouse could be similarly oc-
cupied by a fabric store (recalling the
dry-goods shops on the site) a spice em-
porium, ship chandlery, etc.
My intent, as regards the upper floors, was
to maintain the basic flexibility that has
kept these buildings so useable for the
past 165 years. Initially, I wanted to
renovate the space in such a way that it
could accomodate either residential or
office use. The physical criteria for
these two uses suggested, however, that to
41
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provide for the former would be to over-
design for the latter. Access patterns,
and the desire to make a genuine residential
community, eventually led me to design dwel-
ling space on the upper floors of most of
the existing buildings. Currently, Lower
Manhattan is oversupplied with office space
(though not of this character), and there
is a clear need for residential uses in
the area. The two levels of shopping might
well compensate for the lower economic re-
turn from residential, as opposed to office,
rents.
The infill building is programmed as a
small children's museum for several reasons:
it is a public, collective use; it extends
the use of the area (especially in bad
weather) for the many thousands of children
who annually visit the Seaport's historic
ships; it can serve as small-scale,
Manhattan outpost of the large new children's
museum in Brooklyn; and, as a partial sub-
stitute for a full-scale maritime museum
(which I feel needs a much larger site),
it can offer maritime exhibits fascinating
to children as well as adults, special
collections about the history of the area,
the Age of Sail, the China Trade, the
building of the Brooklyn Bridge, etc.
The three buildings in the eastern corner
of the Block are assumed to be under the
control of and producing revenue for the
public institution which operates the
Children's Museum. The office space on
the fifth and sixth floors (creating the
possibility for duplex offices) and part
of the third floor is accessible from the
42
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Museum and intended to serve the Museum 43
staff, as needed, with the remaining space
leased to private tenants. The fourth
floor would contain a restored part of the
Seaman's Hotel which occupied 92 South
Street and 2-6 Fulton Street from 1821 to
the 1940's; * it has been boarded up for
several decades and is remarkably intact.
The restored hotel is considered an exten-
sion of the Museum.
Also associated with the Museum is a small
day care facility which helps extend the
livability of the area to small families
with young children. Controlled outdoor
play space is limited to a fairly tight
space in the interior of the block;
limited horizontally, it extends vertically
in a series of wood platforms for climbing,
building on and making into imaginary
ships, trees, etc. In addition, the
Museum, the wide expanse of Burling Slip,
and the piers are resources for and exten-
sions of the day care facility. Should a
more accomodating site for this use be
found elsewhere in the area, the third-
floor day care space can easily become
offices, accessed in the same way as the
office space on the upper floors of this
zone of the block.
Like the rest of the Block, the infill
building is intended as "enabling space,"
designed for a specific use, yet flexible
enough to accomodate different uses in
Historic Structure Report, p. 17.
future years: a large store, two or three
smaller stores, office uses, an art gallery,
a workshop, a massage parlor.
Burling Slip is potentially the lunchroom
and general watering hole for the half-
million workers of Lower Manhattan. In
addition to the restaurants in the area,
it was important to provide various kinds
of seating for brown-baggers: benches
under shade trees; great lengths of ledges,
near and not near the water. It also
seemed important to recall the existence
of the water that originally occupied this
wide expanse, the slip that exists today
in name alone. So I- designed a large pool,
whose edges are ledges. The upland end of
the pool contains spraying fountains for
kids to run under; water from the fountains
runs down the granite steps into the big
pool; the fountains also function as a
cooling tower for the Block's central air
conditioning system.
A slightly sunken outdoor cafe area extends
the use of the building into the street.
It is surrounded by a parapet wide and low
enough for additional ledge seating.
Light steel frame structures serve as mar-
ket stalls for informal vending on the
Slip. These same structures are loosely
organized under the elevated F.D.R. Drive
to extend the market activity in the re-
stored Tin Building all along the water's
edge, shaping and channeling pedestrian
paths across South Street. They link both
Fulton Street and Burling Slip to the piers,
helping to overcome the barrier of the
elevated highway.
44
- - - -
1
The Taylor-Roberts Fme of New York (detail), 1797.
(The New York Public Library.)
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The buildings along Fulton Street, built
in 1811 by Peter Schermerhorn, are the only
consistent row of historic maritime ware-
houses extant in New York City. Their im-
portance to architectural history demanded
that they be treated more as a restoration
than a reuse project. The buildings on
John Street provided the complement to
this strategy: they are fine examples of
their kind, but not as old, unique and un-
touchable as Schermerhorn Row; they face--
and ask to be opened up to--the sun and the
broad expanse of Burling Slip.
As it now exists, the interior of the block
is a tangle of ground floor additions below
a tight network of spaces that let a mini-
mum of light and air into the buildings.
Rear elevations jut unevenly into this
backyard space; overlapping roof lines and
iron-shuttered windows of various sizes
make a rich stew of shapes and planes and
spaces. I wanted to make this place avail-
able to the public; to provide an exper-
ience in high contrast to the openness of
the Seaport streets; and to take advantage
of the ability of public ownership to pool
formerly private slivers of backyard into
a common circulation area.
I have tried to maintain as much of the
present spatial quality as possible, given
the need to bring more light into the Block
interior,.and to make the circulation system
clear and understandable.
The first floor backyard space was used as
a service corridor, flanked by storage
spaces; a covered shopping arcade weaves
through the second floor; above the arcade,
on the third floor, is the main residential
distribution level. To admit sufficient
sunlight and air, the backs of certain
buildings, mainly on the John Street side,
have been cut back, creating a kind of
built valley in the interior.
Above the third level, the floors of
4 and 12 Fulton and 165 John Street have
been wholly or partially removed to create
major "breathing holes" for the residential
area. The windows of these buildings read
as voids from the street. On Fulton Street
the desire to keep the facade intact was
opposed by the desire to reveal the new
residential life on the interior; thus on
the third-floor residential distribution
level, where larger open.ings were needed,
the steel columns follow the outlines of
the former masonry openings.
Where other buildings have been cut back,
I have done so primarily above the fourth
floor to maintain two stories (third and
fourth) of original facade on the interior,
and thus a sense of the original backyard
space. Where walls are removed, I have
retained almost archeological traces of
them by cutting them to ledge or parapet
height.
Burling Slip is treated as a contemporary
47
48domesticated version of the waterway it once
was: a large pool of water, with usable
edges, is bordered by light, demountable
market stalls for informal vending. Buying
and selling and movement of goods are in-
trinsic to the history of this place. Thus
the presence of vendors, trucks (at the
edges of the area), and hand-trucks (within
the pedestrian precinct) is an informal
element in the design of the streetscape.
The hint of a symbolic progression from
wooded uplands to open sea is there if one
cares to read such things.
The Infill Building also raises the question
"How much Now versus what kinds of Then"
but in a context quite different from that
of the reuse part of the thesis; the Then
has to be constructed anew. Contradictions
arise between the desire to fit the building
to its historic context and the desire to
build something true to its time.
The general formal intent of the infill
design was to make a building that recalled,
and carried the imprint of, the original
structures on the site, particularly as
seen from the public domain of the street.
Yet the interior of the building was to
convey the contemporary spatial sense
generated by longer-span construction and
collective public use. The building is
also intended to signal that it is what
has enabled the reuse of the entire block:
by creating the major entry to the new
interior of the block; by displaying some
of the materials used to renew the old
buildings (round steel columns, glass
block); by allowing views of--and light
down into--the block's interior from within 49
the building. The resolution or non-resolu-
tion of contradictions between Then and Now
are discussed in greater detail in the chap-
ter on the Infill Building.
ACCESS AND DISTRIBUTION
Shopping
First floor retail uses are accessed from
the street, and serviced by hand truck via
either the first floor service spine or the
fronts of the shops (as usual). Second-
level shops can be either vertical exten-
sions of duplex shops or accessed exclu-
sively from the second level shopping ar-
cade; in the latter case, a freight eleva-
tor off the ground floor service corridor
is provided to deliver heavy goods to the
arcade.
The entire front of 14 Fulton Street has
been used to create an ample double-height
entrance to the second level shops; it is
located opposite Front Street and, in ef-
fect, continues the penetration of this
path up into the Block's interior. The
strength of the normal pattern of ground
floor shopping and the discontinuity of
vertical level changes raises legitimate
questions about the viability of a two-
story shopping system. In my view, the
second level shopping is justified by:
-- the unique character and spatial quali-
ties of the arcade
-- the proximity of the second level arcade
to grade level on John Street; the John
Street entrance to the shopping arcade
is a prominent feature of the large
50
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entrance cavity accessing the Museum, the 51
loggia, and the stairs to the third floor
residential distribution level.
-- the large two-story shop at the corner
of Front and John Streets helps to link
the two levels of smaller shops in much
the same way as "anchor" department
stores do in shopping centers.
-- the presence of duplex shops provides
a multitude of secondary ways of ac-
cessing the shopping arcade, and of dis-
covering it if you've somehow missed the
primary entrances on Fulton or John
Streets.
Residential
There are two ways to access the third
floor residential distribution level: an
elevator lobby on Front Street secured by
double doors and buzz-locks; and the out-
door stairs from the John Street entrance
cavity, secured by a locked gate to which
only residents would have keys. The ele-
vator lobby is thus the entrance for visi-
tors, the location of mailboxes, and pri-
mary means of entrance for residents who
like to avoid unnecessary stairs.
The lobby building serves as a "commons"
for the residential community and contains
a laundry and other collective facilities.
Its location tends to claim Front Street
for the block residents, whereas Fulton,
John and South belong more to the domain
of tourists and shoppers. My intent was to
separate residential from commercial access
for security purposes, yet to make each use 52
aware of the presence of the other by means
of visual links and overlooks. D [if U~JVlON -
At the third floor, the lobby opens onto an ETS5DENTL
outdoor space from which all residential
units can be accessed. The space is orga-
nized in a way similar to that of the shop-
ping arcade below: a relatively narrow
path thru the length of the block, with
large nodes at each end. On the third
floor, these nodal areas receive direct
sunlight for a good part of the day. Af-
ter much trial and error, the units grouped N
themselves according to access opportuni-
ties; the groups also serve as fire zones. 4
The duplex and triplex units and the flats
in 167-171 John Streets are entered either
directly off the third floor or via local
stairs. The flats in the buildings above
the Big Store can be accessed by elevator
at each floor, and are thus suitable for
the handicapped or disabled. Access to
the flats is along outdoor galleries be-
tween the original building facade and
the new weather-skins of the units. These
galleries are linked to distribution nodes
for other groups of buildings, providing
fire egress and, more importantly, varied
choice of access paths.
Office
indoor space
A small office lobby on Fulton Street pro-
vides elevator access to the office spaces stairs to upper floors
in the Fulton/South Street buildings.
53THE INFILL BUILDING
It could be argued that the best use of
the infill site would be an open or par-
tially screened outdoor space rather than
a building. Part of the intent of this
exercise, however, was to build a suitable
infill building, and so the other possibi-
lities went unexplored.
Once the program was outlined, the infill
building went through several schemes. I
started with the notion that the building
should recall rather than duplicate the
bearing wall construction surrounding it.
This led first to a scheme with hollow
masonry boxes at the corners, providing
contained spaces within a field of contin-
uous circulation space. In three dimen-
sions, the scheme bore no resemblance
whatsoever to its surrounds, for the mason-
ry elements read as Larkin-Building-type
piers; their twenty foot plan dimensions
were derived from those of the existing
buildings; yet the older buildings had
subordinated these plan dimensions to the
flat plane of their masonry facades. This
exercise suggested that the fit between
new and old depended much less on plan than
on elevation. I understood then that sur-
face was critical, yet I still wanted to
let alot of steel and glass (Now) appear
from behind the brick skin (Then). Brick
was used mostly at the corner, with glass
and shiny infill between it and the existing
54buildings on either side. The result ap-
peared as a ruin, and seemed to say that
the old was strong and permanent, the new
light and subordinate. This was not parti-
cularly what I wanted the infill building
to say. Eventually, the facades became
all brick, except for the light, glazed
part of the building recessed above the
John Street entrance cavity.
I experimented as well with schemes that
extended out into Burling Slip, signifying
the privileges of state ownership and pro-
viding a sense of enclosure to the wide
street. These were rejected in favor of
respecting the original property lines and
using the street width for a wide pool re-
calling the old slip.
From the beginning of the project, the
lower second floor of 167-171 John Street
(only seven feet above grade) seemed to
offer the opportunity for a special con-
dition at this elevation, one which could
continue into the new building. The de-
sire to open up the John Street buildings
to the open space of the Slip led to the
creation of a loggia behind the column
line at this low second level; its culmi-
nation at a major entrance node in the gap
between the new and old buildings seemed
obvious at the time.
The problem then arose as to how to over-
come the discontinuity of seven feet of
level change. For while, a great granite-
stepped "jetty" extended out from this
level into the street, offering access,
alot of seating and some low enclosure,
55
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but blocking what might have been an active 57
ground level for the new building. Even-
tually, the jetty disappeared in favor of
rentable ground-floor space and a museum
shop (which provides elevator access to the
museum for the handicapped).
In light of my intention to provide usable,
flexible "enabling" space (immediately
suitable for a small Children's Museum),
the interior of the infill building had to
be fairly straightforward and non-specific.
A scheme using pinwheeling level changes
was duly sacrificed on this altar. None-
theless, I wanted to include the exciting
spatial variety and small scale provided
by the timber platform system used in the
Boston Children's Museum. The platforms
also offer broad visual contact from level
to level, allowing children to check the
presence of their parents and vice-versa
without having to constantly stay along-
side them.
My solution was to make the third floor
largely a two-story space which can be
infilled with light, secondary structure
and changed as the need arises. The per-
manent concrete floor system is limited on
the fourth floor to the area around the
stairs and elevator, through to the
glazed space between the fire stair and
the main bulk of the building. The concrete
floor would be edged with a steel angle,
capable of supporting secondary flooring;
whether used this way or not, it would
serve as an incentive for adding something
new.
The toned floor area shown on the Fourth 58
Floor Plan is thus more a suggestion of a
secondary structure than a fixed design.
The entrance level on the second floor
would include exhibits that introduce, and
serve as a transition to, the more active
displays on the third/fourth levels. In
this way, children won't be immediately
overwhelmed by the myriad play possibili-
ties, as they tend to be at the Boston
facility.
The sixth floor contains dining and snack
facilities for Museum visitors. The kit-
chen is serviced by freight elevator
(which can also deliver meals or snacks
to the day care facility on the third
floor).
Fenestration
The brick facades are punctured by window
openings which relate in size to the win-
dows on surrounding buildings. Where
larger openings were needed (for example,
to express the two-story space of the
third/fourth floors), they were scaled
down by mullions and glass block infill
to the sizes of surrounding windows. The
huge corner openings at the fifth floor
are exceptional to meet the exceptional
drama of the view.
The fenestration, particularly the double-
height openings, differs on the two facades
in response to the different conditions
they face. The South Street facade
receives gentle southeast light but, at the 59
third and fourth floors, looks directly out
at the elevated F.D.R. Drive. The greater
proportion of glass block in these windows
thus means "good light, bad view," and
allows for a greater amount of clear glaz-
ing to be installed if ever the F.D.R.
Drive is removed. (Children, who tend to
find this view less noxious than adults,
can avail themselves of the small low win-
dows on the third floor.) The situation
on John Street is reversed: good view,
bad light. The harsh summer afternoon sun
creates a heat-gain problem. Openings are
thus shifted toward the western end of the
facade to take advantage of the shade of
surrounding tall buildings (existing or
planned), and to allow the corner to read
as a strong masonry volume.
All glazing is recessed as far back into
the thickness of the masonry as possible,
to shield it from the high summer sun.
Except for the very large lights, all win-
dows are operable to admit westerly breezes
off the river.
Structure, Materials, and HVAC
The infill construction is concrete frame
with a one-way concrete joist system that
resembles the timber floor beams in the
existing buildings on the block. The
brick facade acts as a skin on John Street
(as do the exterior walls of the existing
buildings) but supports the floor-joists
along its South Street elevation.
Glass block is used to lighten that part of
the building which hovers above the John
Street entrance cavity, and to increase its
sense of transparency. Glass block is also
used on the north slopes of the roof, on
the roof over the shopping arcade (giving
the third level circulation space a glass-
block floor), and on the risers of the
large stairway from the John Street ent-
rance to the third floor residential space
(the residential stairway and circulation
area are thus delightfully illuminated by
light from the shops below).
The central HVAC and utility plant located
in the basement of the infill structure
supplies hot and chilled water to the en-
tire block (the latter being needed pri-
marily to air condition the shopping ar-
cade). Because of its waterfront location,
corner siting and operable windows, the
infill building can be naturally ventilated
throughout most of the year. Air condi-
tioning would be required during the hot-
test weeks of summer, however, and would
be necessary if the building were sub-
divided for different uses in the future.
Chilled air is thus supplied to the Museum
spaces through risers partly masquerading
as fragments of bearing wall; the fragments
stop at an elevation of seven feet above
floor level to reveal the truth, and wrap
around the free-standing concrete columns
to further illuminate the point.
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61SOME CONCLUSIONS
There is a kind of continuum--from rehabi-
litation to renovation to remodeling--that
maps the range within which new form re-
place or supplements old form. Rodolfo
Machado has referred to remodeling as the
making of a palimpsest, in the way that
classical and medieval texts were erased
and written over to conserve precious
vellum.* Machado implies that one has a
firm commitment to modern formal vocabulary
and can inscribe it over, or juxtapose it
to, existing form. My own relationship to
modern vocabulary is riddled with ambi-
guities, and so I set about the reuse task
in a slightly different way. Given that
the Schermerhorn Row buildings needed new
life, I juggled the existing forms against
viable program elements to find a match
that would minimize the amount of interven-
tion needed. I felt that these buildings
were important not simply because they had
survived for 165 years, but because what
had survived was of a type, character and
form which would not, and probably could
not, be created today. I felt a primary
obligation to retain as much of their ori-
ginal character, spatial qualities, scale
and form, as new uses would permit.
Progressive Architecture, "Old Buildings
as Palimpsest" November, '76, p. 46.
Because of their historical significance, 62
the Fulton Street buildings raised typical
restoration questions as to whether changes
made after 1811 should be retained or the
original form restored. I opted for the
former except in the case of the 1935 attic
addition to 12 Fulton Street, which is an
obvious intrusion on the Row's most capti-
vating feature, its consistent steeply
pitched roof line.
Where I added new structure, as in the
circulation areas of the second and third
floors, I did so in a vocabulary drawn
from the building type itself: glass
block, steel grill, round steel columns
are not so much representatives of modern
architecture as they are of contemporary
commercial/industrial/warehouse buildings.
These are familiar materials used in an
unfamiliar way (glass block on floors and
roofs, steel grills on porches and cat-
walks).
The new circulation areas supplement,
rather than substitute for the regular
circulation on the streets below. Here,
as elsewhere, the objective was to add to
and enhance the old, not to replace the
old with the new.
I felt it important to make interventions
explicit: new openings are made of steel
lintels and round "lally" columns, instead
of brick arches. Where walls were removed,
their imprints were retained in parapets
and ledges; where buildings were cut back,
new windows echo the placement of old
windows, but in different materials.
Slightly different principles applied to 63
the infill building. The program did not
impose great constraints on the form, nor
did it help much to generate it. The form
of the building was derived mainly from
the forms of existing buildings on the
block, in dialogue with contemporary no-
tions of environmental control, expression
of function, and building methods.
In the early stages of the project, I ex-
perimented with applying S.A.R. methods of
analyzing urban tissue to an analysis of
the "plaid" fabric of the street walls in
the Seaport Area. This amounted to tipping
up the S.A.R. plan grid of built/unbuilt/
marginal zones onto the facadesof Seaport
blocks to map the vertical and horizontal
zones of openings and closure in the walls.
The method revealed that bands of openings
could shift radically according to major
differences in floor height and still the
buildings sat comfortably next to one ano-
ther on the block. The street walls
achieved their continuity, not by maintain-
ing some composite horizontal band of
openings, but by maintaining roughly the
same size and rhythm of openings in a sur-
face that appeared as a thin shell (i.e.,
not a two-dimensional flat surface, nor a
frame, nor, obviously, an articulated set
of volumes).
The surface of the infill building adopted
the characteristics of the adjacent sur-
faces. I continued the use of brick as
well, but other materials might have been
used at least as effectively. If the block
reveals a progression from the 1811
Schermerhorn Row buildings, with their 64
great proportion of wall to window, through
to the 1849 John Street buildings, whose
granite facades and large windows approach
almost frame construction, then the case
could be made that the next step in the
progression would be a genuine frame struc-
ture. A concrete frame building with thin-
shell concrete infill (like, for example,
the Boston Architectural Center building),
could achieve the continuity I sought in a
less literal, potentially richer way, than
a brick building.
The roof of the infill building is probably
its least successful feature. It attempts
to capture, and make publically available,
the kind of spatial drama one feels in the
attic spaces of the Schermerhorn Row
buildings; and also to turn the corner in
way that called attention to the fact that
there was a corner to be turned. The
steeply pitched roofs of the Schermerhorn
Row buildings, on which the infill roof is
modeled, were meant to be inhabited by
stored goods rather than people; the pro-
blems (of light, of outlook, of unnecessary
ceiling height, of loss of floor area high
under the eaves) encountered in making the
upper floor habitable for people were
shared by the infill building; they were,
in fact, compounded by the presence of
large corner windows and of a parapet
trying to reach respectable height along
John Street. The latter problem might
have been dealt with by pulling the roof
farther back from the edge of the wall.
But a different kind of roof, one that
freed itself from the literal form, yet
maintained some of the spatial qualities 65
of the Schermerhorn Row attics, could pro-
bably be developed with greater success.
The best feature of the infill building is
the entrance cavity it creates on John
Street, making a focus for the John Street
facade and access to the block as a whole.
The entrance cavity took its cue from a
special condition--the low second floor of
the adjacent John Street buildings--and
enhanced that specialness with an outdoor
but internal space that drew together ac-
cess to all the disparate uses housed in
the block. Other than on the ground floors,
the colonnade which screens the large en-
trance cavity reappears only at the top of
the corner, where one can finally over-
look both John and South Streets, and can
see above the F.D.R. Drive to the river as
it sweeps past the Brooklyn Bridge to the
bay and ocean beyond.
This view of South Street, taken in the 1850s, shows the last remaining
block of countinghouses, between Peck Slip and Beekman Street, with
Fulton Market and Schermerhorn Row in the background.
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